9
April, 2005

CISSL, New York, NY        


Liisa Niinikangas

Lighthouse Consulting Ltd

Tampere, Finland

Between the old and the new – Finnish school libraries since the early 1990s

” The school libraries as cultural institutions are places for conducting inquiry, incubating the tentative, experimenting with critical thoughts, exploring information without the mediation of a teacher, and testing one’s limits as learner outside the reach of the school.” (David Carr)

In Finland, the concept of a school library aimed primarily to strengthen the information skills of both teachers and students was first introduced in the early 1990s. The models were mainly British and American. The educational and political cry of the day was to give more power to local schools, to reform the curricula and to introduce constructive and learner-centered pedagogy. School libraries at that time were far from satisfactory: Mainly prewar fiction stocked at the basement of the school, occasionally taken care of by an unqualified teacher-librarian. The foreign models were transformed into a new Finnish school library vision. It combined different elements: an information skills curriculum, students’ learning support, information technology, the Internet and database searching. Various methods were being tried to achieve this goal.

1. Background about Finland and its information society policies

Finland has about 5,12 million inhabitants. One of the national development priorities in education is information society. The Government has implemented an extensive Information Society Program. During the 1990's, Finnish schools and educational institutions have been equipped with computers and connected to information networks with the aid of increased state support. The technological objectives have already been achieved. The focus has shifted to content production, teacher training and real utilization of information networks.

Rapid changes 

· in globalization and the European Union's tendency towards the harmonization of the educational systems 

· in information and communication technology, like the Internet,

· in educational policy to more autonomous schools and  

· in pedagogical thinking towards more independent learning,  

have all added to the value of Finnish school as well as public libraries. The National strategy for education, training and research crystallizes the following vision:

By the year 2004 Finland will be one of the leading knowledge and interaction societies. Success will be based on citizens’ equal opportunities to study and develop their own knowledge and extensively utilize information resources and educational services. A high-quality, ethically and economically sustainable mode of operation in network-based teaching and research will have been established.

2. Developments of the Finnish educational system 

Since the early 1980s, educational planning in Finland has been based on the principle of offering either vocational or higher education to the entire age group. Now the policy is to provide upper secondary education, either general or vocational, to the entire age group, and further higher education to 60-65 per cent of the age group. 

The Ministry of Education is the central coordinating body for Finnish education although the whole education system has undergone a profound change: a new educational legislation took effect in 1999. From a rigid and highly centralized system of top-down administration, Finland has moved towards a more flexible system of decentralized decision-making. This means much greater autonomy for schools themselves and for their owners. 

 In the year 2002 the Finnish educational system comprised of 

1) 4300 comprehensive schools (grades 1 - 9) with 40 000 teachers and 600 000 pupils, 

2) 450 upper secondary schools (grades 1 – 3) with 6 500 teachers and 115 000 students and

3) three -year vocational schools, with an annual intake of 100 000 students.

The language of teaching is Finnish or Swedish: official bilingualism guarantees the Swedish-speaking minority (about 6 per cent of the population) equal opportunities at all levels. Comprehensive and post compulsory general and vocational education belong to the municipal authorities.

Compulsory comprehensive school education starts at the age of seven and continues for 9 years. Comprehensive education is free of charge for all pupils. Just over one per cent of the schools are private. The Ministry of Education is supervising them, too.

Upper secondary schools normally provide general education to prepare the pupils for further studies. At the end of schooling, the pupil takes the national matriculation examination, which is a general eligibility criterion for university or polytechnic admission. 

Schools follow a fairly homogeneous curriculum. They can also specialize in languages, science, sports, music or the arts. The curriculum reform of 1994 increased the range of choices in the curriculum. All instruction is given in the form of courses. Pupils are allowed to take their courses at their own pace, so the upper secondary level can last from two to four years.

After comprehensive education students must choose either an upper secondary or a vocational school. In 1995, 54 per cent of comprehensive school pupils went straight on to study at an upper secondary school and 31 per cent at a vocational school. Initial vocational education (three years) builds on the basic education syllabus. Initial vocational education is also open to upper secondary school leavers. 

3. Finnish public libraries – background and national strategies

Finnish libraries are known as public living rooms, due to their modern and practical buildings, their high number of acquisitions and their technical and Internet expertise.  Finnish public libraries are also known for their high use rates (13 visits / inhabitant /year), high lending rates (20 loans / inhabitant), efficient and cost-effective operations, and a highly developed library network covering the sparsely populated country as a whole.

The Finnish library system is an interactive network based on an extensive use of information and communications technology and the Internet.  In Finland, both municipal libraries and university libraries are open to all citizens. Public libraries are governed by a national law and follow the national library policy. 

There are about 440 public libraries and 208 bookmobiles in Finland. In every municipality there is a public library open to all inhabitants. The public library is the most frequently used cultural service in Finland. About 80% of the Finns use public libraries.

In Finland public libraries are governed by the Library Law. They follow the national library policy. Municipal public libraries are financed from tax revenues. Libraries are run by local authorities, they also determine the extent of services provided. Municipalities receive statutory state aid for operating a library. Municipalities decide independently about the amount allocated to libraries’ operational costs.

The National library strategy 2010 gives new perspectives, vision and strategic guidance. The strategy also defines the division of labor between the state and the local authority.

The National library strategy defines the vision for Finnish public libraries: Alongside basic education, public libraries are the authorities’ most important tool in creating the prerequisites for citizenship in the information society. They are a vital civilizing and cultural service; they satisfy the needs of individuals, and have an extensive influence on learning, teaching and active citizenship. In the information and knowledge society of to-day, libraries are perceived as places where knowledge and culture flow freely; they are the antidote to the selective offerings of mass media and the educational system.

Thus the central government promotes information society development by ensuring access to fast Internet connections for all citizens and developing citizens’ information society skills and knowledge.

Objectives for public libraries at the national level: 

Library and information services work as one tight network, appearing to the users as an integrated whole. Production of local, regional and national services is coordinated, and the service effectively reaches those in need of it. Libraries ensure that people have equal access to sources of knowledge and culture. Citizens get the right information, in the right place and in real-time, and as appropriate to their age and levels of capability and knowledge. The ability to manage the flow of information is emerging as a civic skill of great importance.

Public libraries are mainly responsible for providing information services for independent study. They also provide extensive services to primary and secondary school pupils. In the library legislation of 1990, responsibility for activities within school libraries was given to public libraries. The problem, of course, is money: how to give fair funding to both public and school libraries. In the library legislation of 1998, school libraries are omitted, whereas in the recent national library strategy (2003) they are in the focus again. 

4. Finnish school libraries – what are they?

School library issues have been controversial in Finland at all levels. In 1998, the Chief Executive of the Finnish Library Association, Tuula Haavisto, stated:


There are no school libraries in Finland. This will not be changed in the new (library) act. It is 
considered that the network of public libraries is sufficient for the needs of school children. Our 


experience supports the view that common libraries for children and adults make better use of 


library resources than do separate institutions. People continue to use the same library after 


leaving school because they do not have to cross new thresholds. 

There are no up-to-date statistics or surveys of Finnish school libraries. They have had little or nothing to add to the teacher-centered instruction, using the textbook as the main source of information. Librarians have had a strong belief that the excellent network of public libraries is sufficient for the needs of teachers and school children. Due to the economical shortcuts initiated in the 90s, the school libraries have deteriorated. This should not have happened, since the criteria of the 1994 curriculum require that learners should improve their ability to obtain and apply information actively and independently, even critically. 

My brief study about secondary school libraries published in 1998 shows the overall picture of the present situation as it is, and, in my opinion, should and could be. 

1. The school library has no room of its own, the books are found in different classrooms. The school librarian is a mother tongue teacher aided by his/her colleagues. The library's emphasis is on supporting subject areas and their teaching. The librarian's main task is to order books. The principal's support to and co-operation with the school librarian is minimal.

2. The traditional school library is like a collection of old books stored in the basement. There is no information technology. The school librarian is a mother tongue teacher with max. five hours/ week in the school library. The school library is always open during school days. The main focus of the school library lies in supporting reading and the students' independent information seeking. The principal's support and co-operation with the school librarian is insignificant. There are pressures to have a “better” school library, but the means and funds towards improvement seem to be limited. 

3. A small number of modern learning resource centers with a good printed material collection, with computers and with the Internet network connected to other libraries, schools and enterprises. The school librarian is a qualified professional librarian or a teacher-librarian. The emphasis of the learning resource center is on supporting students' independent learning and teachers' teaching. The principal supports the development of the center. The whole school has a shared vision of the learning process and the future development of the school. There is a growing tendency towards this kind of a modern school library. The development at the grass root level is possible although slow. 

*****

The weaknesses of Finnish school libraries are obvious:  the lack of generally approved school library vision and competence at all levels. Inside the school, there are limited resources, lack of space, lack of modern materials, lack of understanding about the use of information technology. Traditionally, the school library is linked only with printed books and the promotion of reading, not with searching for information or using it.  The school librarian is struggling alone without any support. There is limited connection between different school subjects, and tuition mainly follows textbooks. Accordingly, there seems to be no need for a learning resource center or a school library. All this reflects the difficulties in defining the school library's essential role in learning and teaching.

5. From an old school library to the learning resource center – at the national level in Finland

The Parliamentary Committee for Education and Culture addressed the need for the development of school library and information services in connection with the discussion on new school legislation (1998). A sentence on school libraries was introduced. It obliges and encourages all levels of educational administration to find ways of developing the library and information services to cater to the various needs of studying and teaching. In small schools, library and information services are usually organized in cooperation with the municipal public library, especially when the public library is situated in the school building or its immediate vicinity.

In the education law (1998) school libraries are mentioned for the first time ever: “In a school there can be a school library for achieving the pedagogical goals of the school. The school library will be financed by the budget of the school.” There is also a growing number of politicians, teachers, principals and parents, who think that a real renewal of the school is impossible without a school library as a learning resource center.

There is no clear school library policy in Finland. In the Ministry of Education no one is responsible for the strategic planning of school libraries, although public libraries and schools are central actors in the national Information Society Strategies. 

The National Board of Education is the tactical level actor of educational policy. It sets the goals of schooling, establishes curriculum guidelines and requirements and evaluates student learning. One of the many tasks of the chief inspector of Finnish language teaching is to develop school libraries. 

Due to the obscure status of school libraries, the money inside schools has often been allocated to computer classrooms.

5.1. A brave new Finnish school library?

The aims for the school libraries are clear at the official national level according to the national strategy for education for the years 2001 – 2004:

· All teachers and pupils will have access to up-to-date library and information services that support teaching and learning. 

· Schools will have high-quality network connections to other schools and libraries in the municipality and to the information resources and services of other libraries. The computer system used at the school library must be compatible with the municipal public library system.

· The school hardware and software will be used extensively in teaching pupils how to obtain and seek information. Teaching material will be catalogued and the information made available to all users. 

· Major schools will have their own libraries, which must be open also outside the regular school hours if possible. 

· The spatial planning of school libraries must be carried out to take into account a variety of working methods. 

· School libraries will be managed by a qualified school librarian.

The systematic development of learning environments at the national level has been divided into six sub-themes:

· Information society skills for all.

· The information society skills for educational staff.

· The knowledge of professionals in the information and content industries.

· The consolidation of virtual learning environments.

· Electronic publication, classification, and distribution of research information and teaching material.

· Strengthening the structures of the information society.

According to this national strategy, public libraries are involved in the organization of library and information services for schools together with schools. They should build a local scheme to this end.

Schools and public and research libraries operating in the municipality should agree on the division of responsibilities and cost liability for organizing library and information services for students.  Cooperation ought be developed between public libraries and school libraries in providing training in information skills. Cooperation should be supported in order to guarantee efficiency and cost-effectiveness, utilizing the content expertise of public libraries to meet the special needs of schools. 

The implementation of this vision requires money. Teachers and students also need to be able to use the school library efficiently.  There have not, however, been any noticeable official signs of necessary money or training. This is an amazing state of affairs. On one hand, new demands for knowledge require the rapid and extensive application of the principle of lifelong learning to the entire educational system in order to motivate and teach people manage, analyze, evaluate and refine the increasing flow of information and utilize the opportunities offered by technology. On the other hand, Finnish school libraries, the places to start life long learning in, are struggling for survival.

… the vision in continues…

From 1999 on, a series of Finnish books have been published about school libraries, the latest being about the spatial planning of the library. They define the concept for a new school library:

· School library promotes reading.

· School library is essential for information skills learning.

· School library offers materials (books, newspapers and the Internet) for curriculum as well as space & equipment for both teachers and students/pupils.

· Because the student’s independence is not an inborn quality but a skill which it is possible to learn, the school librarian offers tutoring and guidance both in searching for information, in assessing its quality and in the process of learning. 

This is a vision of a Finnish school library as a learning resource center. It is based on a strategy for the entire school, to which everyone must be committed. The school library is an integral part of the school’s curriculum, which it is implementing. Teachers and librarians work side by side. Just as in the traditional library, working space, tools and staff resources are offered. The newest in IT is also available, and everyone gets a chance to become familiar with it. The library is proactive, and involved in both national and international networks.

The National Board of Education has promised to draft guidelines determining the overall quality and quantity of library and information services and the equipment level of proper school libraries. By means of national development programs municipalities and schools should be encouraged to develop school libraries.

Thus the new school library is integrated in learning and teaching processes of the school. As a part of the curriculum,  it supports information skills learning.  The modern school library is a window to the future: It is centrally located at school or very close to the school. It offers space and equipment to work with. The library processes are cost-efficient & modern. The school library promotes reading and provides guidance in information seeking and learning process.

5.2. How are Finnish school libraries supported to reach their goals?

1. At national level the educational legislation and national educational strategies are promoting the idea of the modern school library as a learning resource center.

2.  At national level strategic guidance is given by the educational and library legislation and by the national educational strategies.

3. At national level working groups of the Ministry of Education are setting priorities to action.

4. At national level the National Board of Education gives strategic and tactical guidance. New curricula are being tested phase right now. They are valid from August 2003 on. 

5. The National Board of Education has also allocated some money to the following development projects:

· Joint projects between public libraries and schools.

· For teacher and librarian training.

· Supporting the publishing of Finnish guidebooks about school libraries 

· Supporting research. 

· Allocating money for buying new books to school libraries (two campaigns, 1997/98 and 2002).

· A development project: National Literacy Project (2002 – 2004), focusing on reading and school libraries.

6. The Finnish official translation (by the UNESCO Committee, 2001) of the UNESCO School Library Manifesto has spread the message of the importance of the school library.

6. The future is there to see…

“Things which matter most must never be at the mercy of things which matter least.” (Goethe)

The implementation of the idea and real co-operation with libraries, principals, teachers and students are mainly based on local initiative. The enthusiasm and will to develop the school library are strong in a growing number of schools. There student-centered learning is not only a possibility but a fact. The development of the curriculum, emphasis on the student's independent work, and the presence of the Internet at school are the main promoters of this kind of development.

There are good examples of modern learning support centers with every possible information technology supporting reading, students' independent learning and teachers' work. They are most common in private schools, in big schools in the Helsinki metropolitan area, in other cities like Oulu and Espoo  and in vocational schools where fundamental changes in pedagogy have taken place. A growing number of principals around Finland consider school libraries as a transforming tool: the change of school into a learning-centered organization.

There are also examples of co-operation between schools and public libraries. Since Finland is a relatively big country with a sparse population, small schools, extensive public library network and good Internet connections, a combined public library - school library seems to be in favour especially in the countryside. 

During the last couple of years the idea of the modern school library as the learning resource center has taken new steps also in reality. There are major pilot projects at the local level: In the metropolitan area, in Espoo, there was a two-year training (2001 – 2003) program for 24 teachers to become school librarians. The Lighthouse Consulting Ltd designed and Turku Polytechnic Continuing Education Center validated the training. Another important development project is in the north, in Oulu. It started as an EU – project for the years 2002 –2004, The School library of the Information Society.

 As a whole, Finnish school libraries are on the move forward. With their evolution there are important new issues to consider:

· How much advice, guidance and training in information skills should students be given?

· To what extent is it possible to teach information skills without the connection of the subject?

· What kind of collaboration between a subject teacher and school librarian is required for the successful integration of subject content and the practicing of information skills?

· How to encourage independent learning without fostering dependency through “spoon feeding?”  

However, after ten years of struggle there is still a gap between vision and reality. In addition to individual toil, pioneering and strategic manifestos, what is now needed is true commitment to realize the new vision at all levels from government to local authorities and a continuous supply of necessary resources to this end.
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